Six decades of adolescents have worn out copies of Catcher in the Rye, and many still refer to it as a pivotal reference which guided them through the landmine-filled territory of their teenage years. So, too, will Look Me in the Eye find its way into the hearts and hip pockets of a new generation of young people, providing succor and inspiration through successive readings. By integrating this story into your course listings, you will provide an opportunity for your students to explore the themes that are foremost on their mindstheir own identity and sense of belonging in the community.
discussion and activities about the author www.randomhouse.com/highschool • highschool@randomhouse.com 3 JOHN ELDER ROBISON was born in 1957 in Athens, Georgia to John G. Robison, a college professor, and Margaret Robison, an author and artist. John' s brother, Chris, changed his name to Augusten Burroughs, and is the author of the best selling, Running with Scissors.
Look Me in the Eye: My Life with Asperger's is John Robison' s first book. In addition to being an author, he owns and runs J E Robison Service Company, an automobile repair and restoration service.
John lives in Massachusetts with his wife and teenage son.
To the extent possible, John responds personally to student and teacher queries, through his blog, jerobison.blogspot.com, his website, www.johnrobison.com and pages on Facebook and other social networking sites.
Forword: John' s brother, Augusten Burroughs, describes their dysfunctional family, and affectionately details his love/hate relationship with his big brother.
Prologue:
The author provides the source of the book' s title, describing how adults grew angry with him for not looking them in the eye. This characteristic, typical of those with autism, is described by John as leading to others judging him as deviant. A description of the diagnosis of Asperger' s syndrome follows, with John' s assertion that he is proud to be "Aspergian."
Questions:
1. How did John' s father and others react when John didn't look them in the eye?
Did John deserve this reaction? Explain.
What is Asperger' s syndrome? What are some of the challenges of living with
Asperger' s? What are some of the possible benefits?
Activities:
Long-Term Project:
Have students research the diagnostic criteria for Asperger' s syndrome, and, as they read the book, look for and record characteristics that John presents that are consistent or inconsistent with the diagnosis.
Chapter 1: A Little Misfit
Theme: Making Friends
Summary: As a young child, John' s autism causes him to be rigid and inflexible when trying to play with his peers. He rejects other children who aren't playing "correctly," and is, himself, rejected by others when he attempts to interact. These difficulties are compounded by his dysfunctional home life. 2. Explore John' s preference for inanimate objects by role-playing scenes in which the students are friends with a rock (or another inanimate object) and are: a. going to the movies; b. having a heart to heart talk, talking about their day; c. playing "cowboys and Indians" (as John did in the book).
Questions
3. "Prove them wrong" writing activity: Write about a goal that you achieved in spite of others telling you that you couldn't do it.
Chapter 2: A Permanent Playmate
Theme: Social Interaction Summary: John discusses feeling "defective" as a small boy, because he didn't measure up to other children. John' s baby brother is born, whom he quickly nicknames "Snort," and later, "Varmint." He begins to look for "usefulness" in his new sibling, and rushes his brother' s development, pushing him to walk before he' s ready, and being rough with him (e.g., flipping him over like a turtle when he crawls).
Questions:
1. John describes his "defective" self-image as a young boy. Now he sees himself as "different." Do you have characteristics that you once thought were defects that you now understand to be differences?
2.
Are there peers in your school whom you have judged as "defective"? What "differences" Then do an exercise in which you read an opening conversational comment and invite students to respond first in a "disconnected" way and then in a "connected way." Opening comments: a. "Nice day today, isn't it?" b. "I really enjoy watching baseball games." c. "I think this birthday cake is delicious." discussion and activities (continued) Summary: John describes often pulling "pranks" on peers, family members, and others, that ranged from harmless to hurtful. The acceptance he felt from peers in response to his actions encouraged him to be a prankster.
Questions:
1. Share a story of a time when someone played a "joke" on you. Did you think it was funny?
How did others react?
2.
Have you ever played a joke on somebody else that was cruel? How did you feel about it at the time? How do you feel about it now?
Cool or Cruel
a. Divide the room into two sections, with one side representing "cool" and the other "cruel." Instruct students to walk to the section of the room which represents how they feel about the pranks. Let them know that there are varying degrees within each section. b. Read the following "pranks" that John shared in the book; allow students to move to the section reflecting their judgment of the prank, and invite them to share why. i. Leading his mother to believe that his little brother had been kidnapped; ii. Asking for donations for an orphan fund and using the money to buy pornography; iii. Using the pornography to potentially hurt his parents' marriage and attack a teacher' s reputation. c. Continue the exercise by reading the following "pranks" that high school students might pull, or add your own: i. Taking out a personal ad for someone else on a dating website; ii. Toilet papering someone' s yard; iii. Putting salt in the sugar bowl; iv. Putting hair removal cream in someone' s shampoo. d. Conduct a discussion of how to determine whether a prank is harmless and humorous, or hurtful. 4. What damage might have been caused by these pranks? After reflecting on the possible harm, does that change how you feel about whether the pranks were right or wrong?
Activities: 1. Harmful or Harmless: Invite students to consider each prank that John describes in this chapter, asking for a "thumbs up" if they think the prank is harmless or a "thumbs down" if they think the prank is harmful. After each description, add increasingly serious, possible consequences that may have resulted from the pranks, e.g., with the pit trap, a broken leg, or even broken neck. Ask them how they would react if they had been the victim of these pranks.
Consider the relationship between pranks like John describes and school violence today.
When John was a child, there was considerably more tolerance for pranks of all kinds, yet serious violence in schools and among American youth in general was very rare. Then discuss each characteristic as a function of character or of development. For example, judging John' s inability to look others in the eye as a function of his character might result in a description such as "rude" or "disrespectful," whereas a developmental description would describe the behavior as a difference resulting from John having Asperger' s.
2.
In small groups, invite the students to discuss times when their behavior has been judged as willful, when in fact it was something they could not control.
Chapter 10: Collecting the Trash
Themes: Imagination and Creativity, Responses to Snobbery Summary: John goes to a party with his parents' friends and weaves an outrageous, shocking tale of his job as a garbage collector.
Questions:
1. Describe the guests' treatment of John. How would you have felt in his place? 2. Do you think that John' s outrageous story was an appropriate or inappropriate response to the way he was treated? Why?
Activities: 1. Truth or Lie: Invite members of the class to share three things about themselves, two of which are true, and one of which is false. Have the others students try to identify the "lie."
2.
Have students write/share a hard to believe story about themselves, which may or may not be true. Invite them to read their stories to each other and try to determine whether the stories are true or false.
Chapter 11: The Flaming Washtub
Themes: Dangerous Hobbies, Romantic Rejection Summary: John and his friend start a serious fire with a homemade furnace while trying to melt metal. Little Bear tells John she never wants to see him again. John is crushed. She refuses to talk to him. John' s parents separate, and his father tries to kill himself. John and his father stop seeing Dr. Finch. John becomes more involved in the music business.
discussion and activities (continued)
random house, inc. teacher's guide Summary: John gets more involved in the music business and moves in with band members. He accompanies the band to Montserrat, and does not enjoy himself because of the many changes in his routine, diet, etc. He is arrested with the band for drug possession, but is eventually released. John returns to the States, and grows more confident with his engineering skills, but still has no confidence when it comes to relationships.
Questions: 1. How was John' s first experience of living away from home? Describe how your first year away from home will be. What are some things you can do now to prepare for that time?
2. What characteristics of Asperger' s prevented John from having a good time in the tropical paradise? How did those same characteristics protect him from some of the risky behaviors exhibited by the others who were with him?
Activities: 1. Invite the class to rewrite and/or retell the story of John' s visit to the tropical island had he not had Asperger' s.
2.
Lead a discussion on how some characteristics of Asperger' s can be positive, and identify those autistic characteristics that helped John throughout his life. Activities: 1. In small groups, invite the students to describe the group of people with whom they feel most comfortable. Ask them to explore why they feel comfortable in those groups, and relate to John' s experience hanging out with people in the music business. 2. What activities do you participate in that make you feel scared or thrilled? 3. How do you think John felt when everything worked perfectly at the concerts?
Activities: 1. Fill a hat with slips of paper, upon which are written occupations with varying degrees of stress/risk/responsibility. Invite students, one at a time, to pick a slip, read aloud the occupation, and to share the wonderful things that can happen when things go well in that job, and the horrible things that can happen when things go wrong. Include occupations such as high school principal, producer of a live television show, and the President of the United States.
discussion and activities (continued) random house, inc. teacher's guide
Chapter 17: Rock and Roll All Night Summary: While touring in Florida with KISS, John goes out onto his hotel room patio in his underwear and shoots a water moccasin several times. He then waves the gun in the air to let the people at the pool know everything is alright. John, expecting thanks, is surprised when the hotel manager calls the sheriff, but it turns out that the sheriff approves of what John did, to the chagrin of the manager.
